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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the communication responses of a male subject with autism towards music 
intervention. Interview and observation results revealed that the subject had typical autistic communication 
impairments before the music education sessions. A single-case-single-site qualitative action research design was 
used to inquire into the verbal and non-verbal interactions, singing as well as the reading skills of the subject. 
Research findings through observations, video recording and interview with the class teacher revealed that the subject 
had obvious improvement in his verbal and non-verbal interactions as well as his reading and singing skills after 
intervention. Finally, recommendations for conducting music interventions were given.   
 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of JIBES University, 
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1. Introduction 
 
   Autism is a complex developmental disability that typically appears during the first three years of life 
 
A triad of impairments is manifested in autistic disorder: a communication problem that demonstrates 
significant language impairment; a reciprocal interpersonal relationship in social interaction, and in 
repetitive or mannerist behaviors (Brownell, 2002; Happe & Ronald, 2008). In addition to the three main 
impairments, Luesch et al. (2007) asserted that the nature of autism embodies a continuum of autistic 
characteristics. It is found that autistic children have different and unique autistic spectrum disorders 
within themselves (Marshall et al., 2008).  
 
2. Background of the Study 
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   Autistic students normally have unusual language patterns: spoken language without intonation and 
echolalia (Friend & Bursuck, 2006). Rutter (1979) stressed that the autistic children had low ability in 
understanding spoken language.  Classically, autistic children are also unable to utilize gesture for 
communication.  In addition, many serious cases display symptoms such as complete absence of the 
ability or will to communicate or have speech but incapable to respond in either verbal or nonverbally 
(Scheuermann & Webber, 2002). For those who do not have the words to communicate, they always 
resort to screaming and sometimes aggressive behaviours. Unless alternative behaviours are taught, they 
might hit their peers as a way of saying hello, or run from a classroom instead of telling people they do 
not like a specific learning activity.  Despondently, when this type of children have language skills, they 
have problem maintaining a conversation with others. Other communication disorder includes incidences 
of difficult vocabulary acquisition, problem in following verbal and nonverbal directions, poor 
performance in academic tasks and lack of eye contact (Whipple, 2004). In veracity, research shows that 
about half of all autistic children never gain language abilities in their whole life (Rutter, 1979).  Even if 
they have mastered language skills, there are still other noticeable autistic speech problems such as lack 
of imitation ability and or reversal pronounciation (sa
functioning children, language development rarely progress beyond the stage of labelling or requesting 
items (Wing, 1976).   
 
2.1  Children with autism and music 
 
   Studies (Sigman, 2001; Shore, 2002) have shown that children with special needs exhibit high levels of 
preferences for music. They often respond well to music (Accordino et al., 2006).  Music can be used as a 
motivator and alternative teaching method for selected skills that may be more difficult for the children to 
achieve if typical non-music instructional approaches are used (Lee, 2006).  Furthermore, some research 
studies revealed that music has a positive effect on autistic students, which include improvement in 
concentration skills (Gold et al., 2006); precision in achieving task (Burleson et al., 1989), creativity and 
taking initiative (Young, 2003); better perceptual development and motor awareness (Scott  et al., 2009) 
and better interpersonal skills (Behr, 2003).   
 
   Baron-Cohen and Bolton (1993) reported that for some children with special needs, singing is an easier 
way to communicate compared with speech. Singing therefore is being used to facilitate communication.  
Music helps to organize the verbal communication skills that already exist in autistic children and enables 
them to do the nonverbal interaction such as imitative drumming and turn taking, notes writing, working 
on the recorder and piano.  For those who are less severely affected, Stephen (2002) found that music can 
be the medium for enhancing verbal communication. One child that has no functional communication was 
able to supply the missing words to songs he knew when the music teacher suddenly stops at points of 
maximal tension (Miller & Filer-Miller, 1989). In addition, Stephen found that only sung communication 
can help the child to focus and to reduce self-stimulating activities. 
 
2.2  Music improvisation 
 
   Berkowitz and Ansari (2008) made detailed empirical research into musical improvisation as a form of 
therapy on autistic children and children with a wide range of learning difficulties. They examined and 
identified the improvisational musical phenomena which influenced the intra- and interpersonal 
development of these children. A preview by Azzara (1999) provided valuable documentation of the 
impact of their improvisational approach and techniques with autistic children. Whipple (2003), on the 
other hand, had done nine meta-analysed studies which compared music to non-music treatment for 
children and adolescence with autism. These studies concluded that all kinds of music intervention, 
regardless of implementation methods, treatment designs, and types of music used, are effective on 
autistic individuals (Whipple, 2004). This means that all types of music treatments have a positive effect 
on autistic individuals. 
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3. Objectives of the Study 
 
   Through this case study, the researcher wishes to probe into the effect of music education on special 
need student with autism. It investigates into the ability of music education in teaching and enhancing 
communication skills of autistic child. It is hoped that this study will provide teachers with more insight 
into the strength of music teaching on autistic child. Specifically, this case study addresses some issues 
related to the ways students with autism disorder learn through music education. The research questions 
addressed are: 
 
Is music intervention effective in teaching autistic children communication and reading skills? 
What teaching strategy is effective in teaching autistic students? 
 
 
 4. Research Subject 
 
   The subject is a 6 year-old Indian boy with normal appearance but was identified as an autistic child 
when he was 18 months old. Initially, a doctor diagnosed him with Attention Deficit Hyperactive 
Disorder because when he could not express himself, he would bang his head on walls vigorously and ran 
nonstop around tables to release his anger. When asked about possible cau
the father mentioned that his mother was tensed and depressed during pregnancy.   
 
   The subject communicates in Tamil with his mother, who knows only Tamil language. However when 
he plays with his brother, he speaks English. r sent him to Eye-Nose and Ear specialist 
when he discovered that the subject was unable to speak as a normal child albeit he could hear.  Magnetic 
Resonance Imaging of his big head revealed a blood clot in his brain. Subsequently, an operation was 
done to remove the blood clot. According to the father, the subject became less hyperactive, very obedient 
and showed happy faces after that. 
 
5. Methodology 
 
   The action research used observations, interviews, and video recordings to collect data. Observations on 
how the subject response to musical interventions were carried out during the teaching sessions. 
Immediately after the music interventions, the researcher interviewed the class teacher in order to obtain 
and to 
ascertain the effectiveness of the teaching strategies and techniques employed. In addition, video 
recording was done to record the reactions of the subject. This video recording provided further 
information on body postures, facial expressions, group interactions and social patterns of the subject 
under study.   
 
5.1  Research design 
 
   Data collection was done in two stages over a 12 weeks period. During the first stage, a background 
interview was done with the 
 and an 
full-scale action research where video recordings were done on all the 15 teaching sessions. Both the 
abilities before music interventions were administered.  
 
   In this 15-music-intervention cycle: the plan prior to 
the act stage and teaching strategies were well planned before each teaching lesson was carried out.  
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Action refers to the implementation of the strategic plan during the music intervention process and
teachers observations were done both by the researcher and teacher-aides during the teaching process 
and video recording. Reflection means evaluating the results of each of the behavioural intervention cycle 
and meta cognition of the researcher and the class teacher on the intervention (Forneris & McAlpine,
2007). The role of the reflection process is to identify new teaching strategies before a new cycle of 
planning, acting, observing and reflecting recurs. Figure 1 shows a diagrammatic representation of the 15 
spiral cycles.
Fig. 1. A diagrammatic representation of the 15-spiral cycle
The interventions were carried out in the music room for fifteen weeks. During these 45-minute 
lessons, the subject learned to sing different kinds of songs, do various movements, as well as participate
in some planned musical games.
5.2 Teaching strategy
   The researcher used four types of prompts: physical (  hands and doing various 
movements), gesture (showing gesture for him to imitate
parts to indicate movement) and verbal prompts (calling his name to react).  Also, the researcher has set
the following range of scoring for the prompts: 1 point for Physical Prompt (PP), 2 points for Gesture 
Prompt (GP), 3 points for Touch Prompt (TP) and 4 points for Verbal Prompt (VP). A Physical Prompt
indicates that the child has a severe learning problem and a Verbal Prompt shows that he has only a mild
problem.
   Data collected before intervention sh
somewhat optimistic, that is, the subject needed 62VPs and 7GPs only. Observation results indicated that 
the subject needed all four kinds of prompts, specifically, he needed PP in almost all of the skills besides
Imitation. It was noted that the class teacher thought the subject did not need any physical prompting.
Nonetheless, the researcher recorded 14PPs, and 41VPs. However, this happening may be the result of the
inability of the researcher to administer the tasks in ways familiar to the subject, making it difficult for the
subject to understand the instruction and hence the need for physical prompts.  It may also mean that the
class teacher was able to use more appropriate ways for instruction, and thus, could produce the intended 
results with mere verbal promptings.
6. Results
.  
6.1 Verbal and nonverbal interaction
The subject had no problem answering simple questions verbally. However, he showed some
inconsistent and confused answers in Lesson 9.  When the researcher pointed to a house on a picture chart 
, at first the subject 
related to the picture he studied in Lesson 8.  However, when the researcher pointed to a woman in the
Plan 1
Reflect Act
Observe
Plan 2
Reflect Act
Observe
Plan 3
Reflect Act
Observe
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ect answered 
and provide correct answers after the music interaction. However, sometimes he was just carried away by 
his past experience. His ability to pull back and answer with correct answers demonstrated that he had 
cultivated self-control over his verbal interaction. 
 
   The subject could follow the story line well. He listened attentively to the made-up story told by the 
differentiate 
answers. When the researcher was not quite satis
showed that t
complete answer. This is something very rare in autistic kids. 
 
6.2  Singing skills 
 
   
Lesson 2. However, when 
he reached the solo singing session in Lesson 4, he could sing the whole song with ease. Nonetheless, 
from video recordind, we saw that the subject was singing without looking at the chart. It was not sure 
whether the subject could 
aim was to cultivate singing skill through music teaching and learning, the question on whether the 
subject was using rote memorizing was not checked. 
 
   The subject showed 
(31:39). However, by Lesson 10, when he was taught to 
imitating a repeated seven syllables sentence (19:10), -layangku Sayang (My beloved kites)   To 
help him overcome his language problem, the researcher slowed down the pace of teaching, repeated by 
using the word by word technique. By resuming to this technique and the building up of the s
confidence, he was able to dictate the other three sentences line by line, and was able to recite the eight 
syllables in the third sentence. It proves that if the right teaching techniques are used in the correct order, 
 learning ability, it could successfully overcome the 
 
 
   During Lesson 10 the subject also exhibited a unique autistic learning style: he tend to pronounce the 
preceding syllable and could not follow the pace of learning. For example in learning to sing the 
-Layang ku Sayang, - t
To fully overcome this autistic learning problem, the sentence was repeated.  In the second trial, the 
-yang la- the subject 
imitated. However, when th he subject finished the sentence by singing 
 
 
6.3  Reading skills 
 
   The subject had problem recognizing syllables. In Lesson 7, after some revision on the song titled 
OWISANA, the researcher w  board, the subject could read only after he heard his 
classmate pronounced it.  He did not know that same syllables should read the same. However, in the 
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following  in SA-NANA on the whiteboard, the 
subject re usic learning provides 
additional opportunities for students to learn language. It enhances their reading as well as 
communication skills.  
 
   Next, when the subject was asked to read 
  (Lesson 12).  He was taught the correct pronunciation and repeated a 
few times when the same words appeared again in the song. Later the subject was asked to sing by 
himself, and the subject could not sing the same syllables. He was able to imitate only a few sounds made 
by the researcher. An interview with his father disclosed that he speaks daily to his brother in English, 
hence there should not be the language problem.  It may be due to his poor comprehension and 
memorization skills on the pronunciation of the same syllables.   
 
7.0 Conclusion 
 
   This study confirms ective on autistic individuals. 
It helps improve the subjects  acquisition of appropriate communication skills. Simple question-and-
answer session before teaching singing enhances the concentration skills, and induces correct 
answering. Reading nonsense lyrics increases syllables recognition ability and memory skills. Singing 
also expands the subjects  remembering power, and enables them to understand turn taking and also 
enhances their ability to imitate. 
 
8.0 Recommendations 
 
   Although this study confirms that music education brings many benefits to students with autism, music 
teachers are encouraged to improvise their teaching methods when teaching students with autism.  
Improvisation of song from Hot Cross Bun to Co-co-nuts saw the inability of autistic students with 
stereotypical problem in adopting to change. However, knowing this weakness enables teachers to find 
ways to overcome it. Moreover, teachers may have to be flexible in their teaching strategies. The act of 
retreating from teaching singing by line to word i
process in particular days. Nonetheless, sometimes special needs music teachers may still need to learn 
effective teaching techniques from experts to overcome unique problems such as pronounciation of 
preceding syllable at the wrong time.   
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